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Place Annihilation: Area Bombing and 
the Fate of Urban Places 


Kenneth Hewitt 

Department of Geography, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Ontario N2L 3C5 


Abstract. Aerial bombardment in World War II brought devastation to innumerable settlements 
in the European and Pacific theaters of war. A distinctive development, however, was the area 
bombing of cities remote from the battle zones, particularly in Germany and Japan, where Allied 
bombing raids razed more than 750 km 2 of central built-up areas and involved nearly every city. 
Some 1.5 million civilian residents of those countries were killed in this way and more than 2 
million were seriously injured. To the millions uprooted from their homes by official evacuation 
were added more than 16 million made homeless by bomb destruction. This paper examines 
these events as a process of place annihilation and immolation: the combined destruction of 
resident civilians, residential communities, their neighborhoods, and major features of the urban 
environment and civil ecology. The destruction of urban support systems, the nature of civilian 
injuries and death, the areal differentiation of damages, and the problem of their meaning for the 
interpretations of place are examined as essential features of this annihilation of urban places. 
Finally, some suggestions and questions are set down as to the significance of these events for 
both urban studies and the threat of area bombing in its projected form of thermonuclear 
devastation. 

Key Words: urban studies, place, civil ecology, air power, strategic bombing, World War II, 
Germany, Japan, thermonuclear war threats. 
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T HE destruction of places has been a re¬ 
current consequence of natural calamity 
and human violence. It may be a relatively in¬ 
frequent phenomenon overall and has sel¬ 
dom been fully achieved. In wars, however, 
the r hetoric of place destroying becomes 
widespread. Attempts to wipe out settlements 
an d their inha bitants are commonly pursued 
with an extreme thoroughness. From such 
acts flow “the disasters of war.” In fact, there 
is no more apt introduction to my subject 
than the etchings of Francesco Goya (1746- 
1828) bearing that title. Sharing my concerns 
here, he depicts mainly the plight of non- 
combatants: the impact of war on the old, 
children, women, and ordinary men made des¬ 
titute, mutilated, or summarily executed. In 
such civil settings warfare clearly concerns a 
broader group of geographers than those in¬ 
terested strictly in military geography. Goya’s 
choice of material also prefigures the now- 
common notion of war as a threat to ecologi¬ 
cal or biological existence. Moreover, his vi¬ 


sion is prophetic. Its message transcends the 
events he saw in Napoleon’s Peninsula War. 
Whatever the changes in armies and weap¬ 
onry, the atrocities he portrays could equally 
have come from more recent wars, including 
the bombed-out cities described below. In 
turn, the immediate significance of bombing 
casualties and urban devastation in World 
War II lies in its prophehc _relation \o the 
themionyxd^ FmaliyTGoya’s genius 

conveys a sense of moral outrage and a gal¬ 
lows humor with respect to the champions 
and slogans of war (see Shikes 1969).'/’ 
From the perspective of peacetime activity 
and civil society, nearly everyone treats war 
as a disaster. It shares much of the vocabulary 
and interpretive notions applied to natural 
calamities. If the impact on civil society is dis¬ 
astrous, however, war is still the occasion of 
highly organized, premeditated, and collec¬ 
tive acts of devastation and killing. These acts 
are directed against persons and their means 
of support. Warfare intends the~3Tiorganiza- 
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f tion of enemy space. During major conflicts 
the same is expected to happen to one’s own 
space. Thus, war brings destruction and 
death through acts of men. Only too often, 
these acts involve the land, hum an^settle- 
ments, and noncombatants. What we shall 
examine here was clearly understood, in the 
language of air force strategy, as planned de¬ 
struction, although its apologistslfia^rcTiarge 
that I dwell upon “unfortunate” or “un¬ 
planned’’ side effects. 

Geographers have contributed much to the 
study of natural and other peacetime disas¬ 
ters. War we have given almost no treatment. 
Nevertheless, few of the phenomena we study 
are unaffected by past wars and by the organi¬ 
zation for potential future wars (Hewitt 1979). 
Few of our interests are unaffected by the oc¬ 
casions and outcomes of violent encounters. 
Urban places and their geography, in partic¬ 
ular, are deeply embroiled in preparations for 
and consequences of war making. There is 
even a certain direct reciprocity between war 
and cities. The latter are the most thorough¬ 
going constructs of collective life, containing 
the definitive human places. War is the most 
tho rough-goingj or jiQnscio_usly pr osecu ted 
occasion of collective violence that destroys 
p laces . That the warring state d ependsj riiallv 
upon its own cities was the thesis upon which 
urban bombing in World War II was based. 
Today we tend to be transfixed by massive 
urbanization, by the growth in human num¬ 
bers. That should not blind us to the scale of 
destruction of urban areas in past wars, nota¬ 
bly of the twentieth century, anymore than to 
the threat to all pf tjial-^5 amzatiPo land muc h 
or all of its citizenry by a World War III. 

Here my concern is with World War II. A 
perusal of the geographical literature sug¬ 
gests little of the effect of this war in the 
shaping of modern geography. Its destruction 
of cities, as of much else, remains terra in¬ 
cognita for us. I shall look at only one part of it, 
namely the aerial bombing of populous cities 
more or less remote from the battlefields. 


£ 




The Mortality of Places 


I use the concept of place as the main point 
of reference. Although we cannot explore 
many of its larger meanings in relation to 
bomb destruction, I am consciously accept¬ 
ing their reality as rich and central to under¬ 


standing in human geography. Thus place 
cannot be fully comprehended as merely a 
set of spatial relations, biophysical habitat, 
and impersonal socioeconomic functions. Its 
material attributes are indeed essential ingre¬ 
dients and vital clues to its larger meanings. 
However, the core of the concept is that those 
ingredients are shaped into places by the per¬ 
sonal works, exchanges, and intelligent par¬ 
ticipation of resident communities. This view 
is expounded, for example, by Eliade (1959, 
20-65), Bachelard (1964), Relph (1976), Tuan 
(1977, 1979), and Seamon (1979). In their 
various ways, these authors show human oc¬ 
cupancy as the making and sustaining of 
places through coordinated actions, un¬ 
ceasing communication, shared experience, 
symbols, values, and identities. Hence, our 
places are literally composed and thereby en¬ 
dowed with an existence and a history that 
define the human attributes of a world. I do 
not say that an era of rampant individualism, 
mobility, and physical change, including vio¬ 
lent change, raises no difficulties for the con¬ 
cept or for the phenomena that place tries to 
encompass. In part, the attempt to refine and 
legitimize the idea of our settlements as lived 
and living space is a reaction to rapid change. 
Yet, as a shared cultural phenomenon a place 
endures though individuals come and go or 
as some portion of the material setting 
changes or is consumed. To accept that is to 
perceive places as participati ng in the _dis- 
tinc tive features"o TmteTnqent life, its creativity 
and search for order. But places also share 
the problems of survival and mortality in our 
biological existence. 

Just as biologicalJjfe may be called a set of 
activities intended to resist death, so our 
place and world are at least partly a means to 
re sist psychosocial a nd cultural dissolution. 
That becomes more readily apparent when 
war or other calamities damage and threaten 
to destroy land and settlements. Unfortu¬ 
nately, war also mobilizes the highly charged 
and dangerous dialectic of place attachment: 
the perceived antithesis of “our” places or 
homeland and “theirs.” Sustained in latent if 
not overt forms in peacetime, this polarization 
has produced unbridled sentimentalizing of 
one’s own while dehumanizing the enemy’s 
people and land. That seems an essential step 
in cultivating_readiness to destroy the latter 
and bear with progressive devastation at home. 

Rootedness is the fundamental metaphor 
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of place in human life. The derivation of the 
words we use is literally radical here, as they 
bear upon geography in general and upon my 
particular topic. Thus, to eradicate or_extir- 
pate, is not directly to destroy“plant, animal, 
or person as individual detached organisms, 
but to uproot them . To exterminate is literally 
to kill by geography, not necessarily damag¬ 
ing an organism, but driving it beyond the 
bounds. Exiles, expellees, and others com- 
* pulsorily displaced have often described their 
plight as tantamount to cultural starvation, if 
not death or worse. That may seem too sub¬ 
jective to situate the problem squarely within 
modern geographic scholarship. Neverthe- 

f |ess, the geographical impact of the uproot¬ 
ing and removal of tens of millions of people 
from their longtime homes in the wars, expul¬ 
sions, and evacuations of this century cannot 
but be enormous. Moreover, such events 
constitute a large part of the other face of 
what Yves Lacoste (1973) calls “geographical 
wa rfare .’’ In this case it is societal rather than 
physical vulnerability that is involved. 


Precedents for Place Annihilation 


juSr 




The destruction of cities in World War II 
must be set within a long record of violence to 
places. It is a record, perhaps, of relatively 
rare events, but not as insignificant as its ab¬ 
sence from our inquiries would suggest. War 
is probably the most common context. 
r In Western history, Carthage seems the 
epitome of a city’s untimely end: a man-made 
blank-on the map. Here, the^ojiticaErheiorTc 
of Cato was made an accomplished fact. After 
the successful siege of 146 B.C., the Romans 
[plundered and burned the city, ploughed its 
! ruins, and sowed th em with salt. They dedi¬ 
cated the site to the “infernal gods’’ and for¬ 
bade all human habitation there. Typically, 
there was propaganda suggesting that Car¬ 
thaginian infamies had justified Rome’s mer¬ 
ciless action. 

Few conquerors have been as maniacally 
thorough as the Romans at Carthage, but 
there are other examples. Even then, the 
Roman commander wept as he watched the 
destruction. The historian Polybius (c. 
200-118 B.C.) tells us he recalled Troy’s fate 
centuries earlier and foresaw a similar one for 
Rome in the future (Polybius 1927, Vol. 6 , 
433-39). Rome has been more fortunate, 
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though the eternal city barely survived de¬ 
struction under Nero, the Visigoths, Vandals, 
and, during World War II, the attentions of 
British and American bombers. 

In our century, the most publicized example 
of place annihilation is the Czech village of 
Lidjge (Hutak 1957; Bradley 1972). Here, 
German forces of occupation were directed 
by_Bttler to make an “example’’ and reprisal 
for He ydrich’s assassination in 1942. The vil¬ 
lage was razed . All signs of its layout were 
disguised. Even the river was rerouted and 
the site “landscaped” to blend with sur¬ 
rounding fields and grazing lands. All males 
over 16 years old were taken out and shot. All 
women and older or “non-Aryan” children 
were separated and transported to concen¬ 
tration camps where few survived. Some 
small children were renamed and dispersed 
to orphanages or S.S. families to be “Ger¬ 
manized.” Even more than Carthage, thjtin- 
sa ne thorouqJ mess here gives us a full, if 
negative, picture of what place consists of: its 
more-than-physical reality and the farther 
reaches of what must be done to produce 
“pl acelessnes s.” 

Lidice is neither the only nor the largest 
example of such place-annihilating atrocities 
in our century. It does raise another issue of 
war that will be relevant to my discussion: in¬ 
tentions and acts going even^beyond annihi¬ 
lation. This was place immolation, a word im¬ 
plying ^criTTc Te, the harsh token of larger 
purposes, and allowing something or some- 7 
one else to live. More disturbing still, we are 
confronted here with the apotheosis of 
p ower: the act of s electing victims. 

World War II bombing is rarely cast in this 
light. Yet its civilian casualties are called vic¬ 
tims, its devastated cities the awful sacrifices 
of war. Nor are the survivors of Hiroshima 
alone in going a step further, thinking of 
themselves as not only victims but guinea 
pigs (Litton 1957, 343-45). The decTsionTo 
bomb city areas indiscriminately, like most 
other uses of the airplane then, has been 
called ex periment al even by its defenders. 
However, the more conventional techniques 
used in place annihilation at Carthage and 
Lidice clarify where that decision led. Any 
policy of war that ind jscrimina le Iy__rnakes 
[.places its targets, whether settlements, politi- 
i cal groupings, or whole nations, takes a large 
i step toward the ultimate politico-biological 
\prime of genocide, for the certain fulfillment 
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of such a policy is possible only through the 
annihilation of place and people. To pursue it 
inevitably sucks warfare even further into 
genocidal rather than just military actions. In 
practice, if not in ipjjjal intent, we will see how 
the strategy known by the seeming geo¬ 
graphic title “area bombing” followed such a 
path. It became a form of exte r mi nation 
aimed at the whole spectrum of human or, 
more exactly, civil ecology. 


Aerial Bombardment in World War II: 
Some Preliminaries 1 

Aerial warfare, though unique to our cen¬ 
tury and of unique destructive potential is not 
the only place-destroying strategy: and it has 
been used more commonly to extend well- 
tried military methods. The novelty of “dog 
fights,” dive bombing, or kamekazi attacks is 
made much of, but all have close analogies to 
ancient fighting practices. The main use of 
aircraft in war has been for defense and in 
support of land and sea campaigns. Mean¬ 
while, even without the bombers, modern 
warefare annihilates places in the course of 
normal battle operations. 

In both World Wars, most direct damage to 
the environments of land and sea, to settle¬ 
ments and noncombatants, no less than to 
armies, was in the battle zones as conven¬ 
tionally understood. In most campaigns of 
World War II, large numbers of settlements, 
including cities, were razed and emptied of 
inhabitants. In this way almost total devasta¬ 
tion occurred at, to name a few, Tripoli and 
BenGhazi, Cassino and Fiume, Caen and St. 
Lo, Wesel and Julich, Vyborg and Stalingrad, 
Mandalay and Myitkina in Burma, Tengchong 
I in China, and Naha on Okinawa (see Hewitt 
1982, Figs. 1 and 2). Each suffered heavy 
bombing, although artillery, naval bombard¬ 
ment, or armored attack sometimes did far 
more destruction. 

Germany may have pioneered the “Blitz¬ 
krieg” or lightning war, the sudden thrust 
of armor and motorized infantry behind heavy 
air strikes, sometimes accompanied by mas¬ 
sive artillery bombardment. In due course 
all major belligerents adopted similar prac¬ 
tices, with similar or more destructive results. 
Such actions and the war at sea consumed 
the greater part of the bombs and occupied 


most of the aircraft in the European and 
Pacific theaters of war. 

Though of unprecedented extent and in¬ 
tensity of destruction, this too was an exten¬ 
sion of earlier forms of warring (c.f. Keegan 
1976). Moreover, if war is, in von Clausewitz’s 
much-quoted phrase,” the continuation of 
PQiipy by other means” (Howard and Paret 
1976, 87), it inevitably concerns itself with 
cities as centers of jndustry and power. The 
reduction of cities by siege is an ancient form 
of war. It does blur the distinction between 
military and civilian involvement. It has cus¬ 
tomarily resulted in the sa crifice of civ ilians 
(Duffy 1979, 246-55). Yet it is difficult to ? 
exclude cities from war or to differentiate 
sieges wholly from other military engage¬ 
ments. Finally, in numbers at least, aerial 
bombardment or its threat had the greatest / 
impact on civ ilians by(uproofing them. MiJ- ° 

I lions of Europeans spent months or years 
I bombed out of their homes or as evacuees 
I from strategically important cities (Ikle 1958; 
Calder 1969; Harrisson 1976). Millions more 
suffered the same treatment in the Pacific 
theater, though this has been little studied. 
That the th reat of t he bomber forced the 
evacuation of so many to avoid accidental 
injury and death and that bombing so often 
struck nonmilitary targets u nintentio nally are 
themselves huge civil consequences of war. 

The present concern goes beyond that. The 
raids we shall examine were actually directed 
against cities and their occupants. 


Area Bombing 


In World War II area bombing involved mass 
raids, usually by hundreds of heavy bombers 
arriving in waves, and it was intended to lay 
down as dense a ca rpet of borpbs as possible. 
Even then, attempts at laying waste city areas 
with hi gh-explos ive bombs proved ineffec¬ 
tive, so that area bombing increasingly in¬ 
volved fire rajds, in which mainly incendiaries 
were dropped. In the end it was thecfpTeadinj 
\of the fires that caused most of the damage 
and casualties and that defines the essential 
character of area bombing (Borid 1946). For 
tne victims, fire even more than explosion 
was the experience that also placed area 
bombing firmly in the category of terror 
bombing (Rumpf 1962; Daniels 1975). 
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A complicating and ironic part of our sub¬ 
ject is the fact that terror bombing, raids to 
disrupt built-up areas and terjorizo^j^/Alxans, 
was mainly identified with air forces of the 
countries whose cities suffered most from 
area bombing in World War II: Italy, Germany, 
and Japan. Each had experimented with ter¬ 
ror bombing in, respectivelyT~the Ethiopian 
(1933-36), Spanish Civil (1936-39), and 
Sino-Japanese (1937-45) Wars. Without ex¬ 
ception, the towns and cities they had 
bombed lacked aerial or antiaircraft defenses 
and rarely had air-raid shelters (see Stockholm 
Peace Research Institute 1975; Higham 1972). 
These atrocites played a role in Allied prop¬ 
aganda and in blunting public reaction to 
what happened in World War II. Two things 
should be noted here. First, some nations in 
the forefront of condemning those raids and 
demanding urban bombing be outlaw ed as 
I methods of war were doing the same thing to 
undefended towns and villages in, usually, 
theiiiQym ^ In 1921 Winston 

^Churchill, on the advice of Air Marshall Tren- 
chard and T. E. Lawreri ce. authorized puni¬ 
tive air strikes against “intransigent tribes¬ 
men” in Mesopotamia, a practice that also in¬ 
volved the Sudan, Somaliland, and the North 
J West Frontier of India (Divine 1966). Aircraft 
were used for similar purposes by France in, 
for example, Morocco (Gottman 1943, 253). 
The moral climate that concerns us was al¬ 
ready surprisingjy widespread. Second, ap¬ 
palling as those terror raids were, their scope 
jwas tri vial compare d to the area bombing we 
are to consider. 

Area bombing was a sharp, if not wholly 
distinct, escalation in the use of war to de¬ 
stroy people and place. First, it struck against 
populous cities remote from the battle¬ 
grounds and regardless of the likelihood of 
invasion by forces in the land and sea cam- 
Ipaigns. Second, like terror bombing, it at¬ 
tacked civilian areas~Tegardless of the ability 
and readiness of the cities to defend them¬ 
selves. Third, it belonged to “strategics of an¬ 
nihilation” (Weigley 1973), attacking cities 
I and their inhabitants almost regardless of 
what and who were destroyed so long as it 
was as much and as many as possible. 

Ar ea bombin g arose within and is still often 
Treated as synonymous with strategic bomb¬ 
ing. It contrasts with precision or tactical 
bombing, whose targets are points of clear 


military, indgst^|cLo r communications value 
to enemy war efforts. However, air war 
realities have always been shakier than the 
concepts behind such terms. Problems of 
Ibom bing ^acc uracy produce indiscriminate 
damage in most tactical and precision 
bombing. Charges of atrocity have dogged 
aerial bombardment since its first use by the 
Italians in Libya in 1911 (Higham 1972, 
21-23). An essential aspect of the area 
bombing story in World War II was its serious 

I adoption only after the agonizing inability of 
bomber crews to make precision raids 
against well-defended or distant targets. In 
the early part of the war they often failed to 
find the targets. Throughout the war, heavy 
! bombers could rarjJyJaU4a^ge4sHtrey^did find 
and generally suffered disastrous losses from 
antiaircraft and fighter defenses when going 
against militarily vital points (Webster and 
Frankland 1961; Middlebrook 1973; Hastings 
1979; USSBS 1947a, 72; Craven and Cate 
1951, Vol. 3; Bendiner 1981). 

A geographer must also observe that area 
attacks are likely to be much less__effactive 
strategically than precision ones. Even when 
densely built up, an area carries less leverage 
than key facilities and points in the spatial 
(war) organization of a state (c.f. Liddell Hart 
1946, 360). Not surprisingly, despite the de¬ 
vastation, military critics of area bombing 
I could find much evidence that itiarely-tf ever 
( achieved what its advocates claimed for it. 2 
However, as the bombers’ targets became 
just the densest parts of city cores and as 
bombers attacked poorly defended urban 
areas with ever-denser carpets of bombs, the 
more they destroyed the city as living space. 
The human scale of places, their close texture 
and density in many city areas, makes them 
peculiarly vulnerable to the impact of area 
bombing. It is for this reason as well as the 
thermonuclear^futjjre of such warfare, that 
the geographer’s attention is required. 

From Table 1 it is apparent that the cities 
subjected to area bombing suffered enor¬ 
mous, life-destroying multilation. Even sober 
technicians of the postwar Strategic Bombing 
Surveys described the worst cases as ‘jdead 
cities,” "Qh ost town s.” and “l unar la nd¬ 
scapes” (e.g., Bond 1946, 92). Just when or 
whether a city or part of it “ expires ” may be 
impossible to specify in objective or subjec¬ 
tive terms. Survivors often feel that even total 
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physical destruction has not finished their 
place forever. Folk who returned to the 
bombed-out remains of their cities, like many 
survivors of natural calamity (Oliver-Smith 
1977), went on clinging to the site and ves¬ 
tiges of their places (Rumpf 1962). Some they 
rebuilt to look as closely like the prewar ver¬ 
sion as possible (e.g., Bieganski 1972). The 
robust significance of place is shown re¬ 
peatedly by groups of survivors who re¬ 
member, care for, and, if they have the means, 
resettle and recreate their place. In that 
1 sense, the bombed cities, if not their internal 
places, appear to have recovered and gone on 
; to greater vigor and growth since the war. 
There is, however, a profound gulf between 
the place-making possibilities for survivors 
and the aim and use of place-annihilating 
strategies. 

The need to remember civilian casualties is, 
to me, at least as compelling as the need to 
remember the soldiers who fell. But one 
should beware of poking about in such ruins 
of human places and lives without good rea¬ 
son. We have one such reason, which is both 
personal and “cosmic”: we live under the 

( shadow of the same threats, magnified many 
times. The rationalizations and the moral cli¬ 
mate that led to Allied area bombing still sur¬ 
round us. What was militarily dubious, and a 
<jhfrrrtfe r s^ culturaTand ecological 

policy then, has been enormously expanded 
in scope through developments in copyen- 
tional bombing techniques, let alone ther¬ 
monuclear ones. In light of such devel¬ 
opments, I shall argue that area bombing in 
World War II was, to redeploy a phrase of Karl 
] Kraus, “a proving groundjorjhe destruction 
' of the world” (Janik and ToulminT973, 63). 


Area Bombing in Europe: the Destruction 
of German Cities 

Urban devastation in air attacks throughout 
the European theater was very extensive. 
How far and how much of this was in method 
or intention area bombing as defined above is 
a moot point. The threat and practice of 
bombing to lerronze populations was a stan¬ 
dard German Blitzkrieg approach; its early 
use against Warsaw and Rotterdam was 
widely publicized. Some devastating Luft¬ 
waffe raids on Beograd and Moscow (but 

) 


not “Fortress Malta”) were area bombing. So 
were the “blitzes” against London and some 
other British cities. However, most Luftwaffe 
bombing of Britain, like the Allied bombing 
that so devastated Italian and other European 
cities outside Germany, seems tactical, or 
strategic, but not in the area bombing sense. 
Likewise, the Japanese used preemptive and 
terror-bombing raids in their opening war 
moves. Except perhaps for Chinese cities like 
Chungking, they did not develop area bomb¬ 
ing strategies. In turn, with the exception of 
the USAAF raid on Ha nkow in China. D e- f 
c ember 18, 194 4 (Craven and Cate 1953, Vol. 

5, 610; Stockholm Peace Research Institute 
1975, 36), the Allied area bombing in the 
Pacific was restricted to Japanese cities late 
in the war. 

Four nations stand out in the impact upon 
them of area bombing. In order of increasing 
destruction and civilian casualties they are 
Britain, Italy, Germany, and Japan. For the 
sake of perspective, if that is possible in such 
matters, a summary of the gross impact upon 
each of these is presented in Table 1. 

I will focus most of my attention on Ger¬ 
many and Japan. In part, that is because the 
British case has been well served by studies 
in English, and Italy’s experience seems to 
have received little attention even in Italian, 
except Bonacina (1970). In any case, with the 
possible exception of Messina, Milan, and 
Turin, the magnitude and completeness of 
urban devastation by heavy bomber raids in 
Italy never approached that of the cities de¬ 
scribed below. 

Raids against urban centers within the 
prewar boundaries of Germany were carried 
out ajjnosl daily, if weather permitted, be¬ 
tween < Wa^_1940La.nd May 1945 (Webster and 
Frankland 1961). Britain’s first deliberate 
ar ea-type raid was against Mannheim, 16 De¬ 
cember 1940 (Hastings 1979 93). The show¬ 
piece raid against Lube<£k,( 28 M gr5EIjj4^ 
(Harris 1947), opened area bombing as RAF 
Bomber Command’s major concern. 

When they entered the war, America’s 
bombers were generally used to carry out 
only “precision” raids. They suffered the, 
same problems of inaccuracy and crippling 
losses as the RAF in such raids, and produced 
much indiscriminate destruction too, but only 
occasionally did they adopt an overtly area 
attack in the European theater. They did 
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Table 1 . Comparative Figures for Area Bombing of Cities of Britain, Italy, 
Germany, and Japan in World War IT 



Britain 3 

ltaly b 

Germany c 

Japan d 

Civilian Casualties 

Deaths 

60,595 

59,796 

c.600,000 e 

>900,000® 

Injuries; 

Major 

Minor 

>86,000 

>150,000 

_ 

c.800,000 

>1,500,000 

Built Area Destruction 

(Number of Cities) h 

c.45 

c.50 

70 

62 

Area Destroyed (km 2 ) 

c.15 

(?) c.100 

333 

425 

Proportion of Built-up Area 

3% 

(?) c.25% 

39% 

c.50% 

Housing Losses: Housing Units 

tens of 
thousands 

tens of 
thousands 

2,164,800 

2,500,000 

Persons Made Homeless 

c.500,000 

several 

million 

7,500,000 

8,300,000 


* Major sources: 
a Calder (1969); Bidinian (1976). 
b Bonacina (1970). 

c USSBS (1945a, 1947e); Rumpf (1962); Irving (1963); Bidinian (1976). 

d USSBS (1946, 1947e); Craven and Cate (1945, Vol. 5); Kirby (1969, Vol. 5); Bidinian (1976); lenaga (1978). 

Notes 

e Does not include refugees, foreign-born labor, disabled ex-servicemen, or POWs. 

f USSBS, Area Studies Division Report (1947g) gave 420,000; but USSBS, Summary Report (1945a) gave 780,000. 

800,000 is the minimum estimate from Rumpf (1962) and Irving (1963). 

9 lenaga (1978) gives 658,595 for all Japanese civilian casualties in all circumstances. 

h These represent the larger and more heavily raided towns, not all with civilian casualties nor, necessarily, those 
losing the greatest fraction of their built-up area or residents. 
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make coordinated raids with the RAF, greatly 
adding to the damage and difficulties of res¬ 
cue work after the latt er’s area bombing. 

More than half the bomb tonnages dropped 
by the Allies in the European theater fell 
upon Germany. Almost half of that, or nearly 
SStJTD^O^tons) was employed in strategic 
Bombing of cities (USSBS 1945, p. 608; 
Webster and Frankland 1961, Vol. 4, 454; 
Bidinian 1976, 1). Roughly tw o-fifths n f-lbis 
consisted of incendiaries, mostly^‘oil 
l bombs.” British bombers dropped in total 
about 50,000 tons on Berlin, nearly 40,000 on 
Essen, nearly 30,000 on Cologne and Duis- 
berg, and more than 20,000 on Frankfurt and 
Stuttgart. In each case that is more than fell 
^ on London in the Great Blitz. In some months, 
such as March 1945. the weight of bombs 
dropped by British and American bombers on 

4 German cities was nearly twice that which fell 
on Britain in the entire war. 

Civilian fatalities, excluding unJkjiQwri 
/numbers of refugees, foreign workers, and 
/ prisoners, were nearly ten times highe r than 
Britain’s or Italy^The official German figure 
now stands at^593,000 (Rumpf 1962; Irving 
1963; Bidinian I^TBTThat is greater than im¬ 
mediate postwar estimates (USSBS 1945). 


Nearly 5 0,000 noncomba tant Berliners died; 
in Hamburg the figure exceeded 55J300. 
Among 28 cities of the Ruhr-Rhine urban 
agglomerations, more than 87,000 civilians 
died. The most concentrated civilian mortality 
occurred in the thme^uccessive strikes upon 
Dresden, 13 /14 FgJbruaryT945. David Irving’s 
study (1963, 224-27) leads him to a figure of 
at least 135,000 fatalities. 

Evidence of the demographic distribution 
of mortality is incomplete but leaves no doubt 
of the predominance of womfin^hiidzeri, the 
age d, and the i nfirm. That female casualties 
were generally higher than males is often 
obscured by the greater overall survival of 
women in the war. The ratios of female-to- 
male bombing casualties are known to have 
been higher in Hamburg (1.6/1), Darmstadt 
(1.8/1), Kassel (1.4/1), and Frankfurt (1.04/1) 
(Rumpf 1962, 160); in other cities, such as 
those in the Ruhr industrial areas, they appear 
to be somewhat lower. In such accounting, 
however, children and aged are included in 
the male as in the female totals. Given the 
high level of conscription late in the war, 
when most of the bombing occurred, it is in¬ 
evitable that resident populations were 
largely those excluded from combat. 
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In the flush of victory, Britons may have (Middlebrook 1980). In more than 40 German 
been impressed that German civilian casual- ] cities the proportion of built-up area razed 
ties were ten times greater than amongjhe exceeded 50 percent (Webster and Frankland 
bomber crews sent against them j55,573 ^ 1961, Vol. 4, 284-86; USSBS 1945). Crude as 


killed), though the latter was itself a tracjjjpally 
high loss (Saunders 1975, 393). 3 

The amount of the built-up area that was 
bombed or burned out in Germany was un¬ 
precedented. In the 66 largest cities, some 
„333 km 2 were razed. The destruction in Berlin 
alone was several times that for all British 
- cities in the war and constituted 60 to 70 per¬ 
cent of the built-up area. It amounted to some 
62 km 2 , compared to 2.3 km 2 for London, and 
was second only to Greater Tokyo. Ham¬ 
burg’s loss was also enormous, with 22.1 km 2 
razed in the fire raids of July-August 1943 


such measures are, assessments of area de¬ 
struction offer a preliminary indicator of the 
physical basis of place annihilation (Table 2, 
Figures 1 and 2). 

Among other measures germane to our 
discussion is that of housing losses (c.f. Ikle 
1958, Chapter 3). At the war’s end it was esti¬ 
mated that nearly 2.5 million housing units 
had been destroyed in the major German 
cities, or some 39 percent of the national 
housing stock. The more intensively attacked 
cities had lost a far higher percentage: for 
example, Aachen (72 percent), Mannheim (59 



Figure 1. Built-up area destroyed by area bombing raids on German cities in World War II. (Data from 
Webster and Frankland, Vol. 4, 1961.) 
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Figure 2. Proportion of total built-up area destroyed by area bombing of German cities in World War II. 
(Data from Webster and Frankland, Vol. 4, 1961.) 


percent), Hamburg (56 percent) and Kassel 
(55 percent) (Webster and Frankland 1961, 
487). 

In at least four cities, beginning with the 
Hamburg raid of 24/25 July 1943, concen¬ 
trated incendiary bombing generated a new 
dimension of devastation, the firestorm. Even 
earlierc^Tforts to cieate-uncontroTIable fires in 
urban areas were an objective of area bomb¬ 
ing. That was part of the rationale for attack¬ 
ing central, congested, older city areas, with 

( their greater amounts of combustible materi¬ 
als to stoke a fire. To achieve that as much as 
to reduce bombing inaccuracy, the^ old c ity 
centers were generally the “aiming points” in 
the raids (Harris 1947, 147; Middlebrook 
1973). Thus was abandoned any pretense of 
avoiding damage to noncombatant or non¬ 
military structures, to residents old or young, 
to hospitals, or to works of art (La Farge 
1946). Antipersonnel techniques, such as 


del ayed-action bombs, and second strikes 
withJ^agm^ntjation bombs to harass fire 
fighting and rescue work, were well devel¬ 
oped (USSBS 1945a, 72). The firestorm, how¬ 
ever, was no more controllable by fire¬ 
fighting crews than by the operations plan- 
ning that strove to start one. About half the 
civflian bomb casualties in Germany are at¬ 
tributed to the" fourjfirestorms at Hamburg, 
Kassel (22/23 October 1943), Darmstadt (11/12 
September 1944), and Dresden. They were 
otherwise a small part of the total dam age to 
urban places (see Gollancz 1947; Dickinson 
1951, 108; Brett-Smith 1967; Boll 1977, 126). 

The effect has been to create a huge physi¬ 
cal and psychosocial dis continu ity between 
the urban geography of Germany before and 
since the war. Geographers have said little 
about that, at least in English. Yet, were one 
to describe the cities historically, as Dickin¬ 
son did in The West European City (1951), 


x 
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Table 2. German Cities of More than 100,000 Persons in 1939 Subject to British Bomber 
Command Area Attacks, With Estimates of Built-up Area Destroyed and 
Civilian Deaths Where Available* 


City 

Population 
May 1939 

British Area Bombing 

Built-up Area 

Number Destroyed 

Main Raids Km 2 Percent 

Civilian 

Deaths 

Comments 

Berlin 

4,332,242 

24 

26.0 a 

33* 

49,000* 

(a) Includes 1000 Acres, 







USAAF. 

Hamburg 

1,682,220 

17 

25.1 

75 

55,000 


Munich 

838,235 

9 

6.2 

42 



Koln 

768,426 

22 

8.0 

61 

20,000 


Leipzig 

701,606 

3 

2.5 

20 



Essen 

659,871 

28 

5.3 

50 

7,500 


Dresden 

625,174 

1 

6.8 

59 

100,000+ 

Irving (1963) 

Frankfurt-am-Main 

546,649 

11 

4.6 

52 



Dusseldorf 

539,905 

10 

8.1 

64 

5,863 


Dortmund 

537,000 

9 

3.7 

54 

6,000 


Hannover 

472,527 

16 

6.1 

60 



Stuttgart 

459,538 

18 

4.6 

46 



Duisburg-Hamborn 

431,256 

18 

5.7 

48 



Nuremberg 

430,851 

11 

4.6 

51 



Mannheim-Ludwigshafen 

427,218 

13 

4.9 

64 



Wuppertal 

398,099 

3 b 

6.1 

75 

7,000 

(b) Includes Barmen and 







Eberfeld. 

Konigsberg c 

368,433 

2 

1.7 

53 


(c) Today, Kaliningrad. 

Bremen 

342,113 

12 

4.2 

60 



Chemnitz 

334,563 

2 

2.3 

41 



Magdeburg 

334,358 

4 

3.1 

44 

15,000 


Gelsenkirchen 

313,003 

4 

1.4 

48 

3,092 


Bochum 

303,288 

6 

2.15 

83 

4,095 


Keil 

272,311 

10 

2.9 

50 



Stettin 

268,915 

4 

2.9 

53 



Halle 

220,364 

— 

— 

— 


No British area attacks 

Kassel 

217,085 

6 

2.5 

69 

13,000 


Munchen-Gladbach 

205,700 

4 

2.5 

54 

2,087 


(and Rheydt) 







Brunswick d 

201,306 

5 

2.6 

47 


(d) Braunschweig 

Oberhausen 

191,305 

11 

4.6 

51 

2,300 


Karlsruhe 

189,850 

6 

1.6 

32 



Augsburg 

185,704 

1 

1.8 

29 



Wiesbaden 

172,039 

1 

0.36 

15 



Krefeld 

169,485 

2 

28 

47 

2,084 


Erfurt 

166,661 

— 

— 

— 

— 

No area attacks, heavy 







precision bombing 

Aachen 

165,710 

2 

2.45 

59 

2,347 


Mainz 

158,971 

4 

2.4 

61 



Lubeck 

153,630 

1 

0.76 

30 

312 

Hastings (1979, 142) 

Hagen 

151,870 

4 

1.3 

67 

872 


Munster 

143,748 

6 

2.6 

65 

1,595 


Solingen 

138,587 

2 

0.68 

49 

1,700 


Mulheim 

136,805 

1 

0.78 

64 

1,300 


Potsdam 

136,165 

1 

0.3 

13 



Saarbrucken 

135,080 

4 

1.6 

48 



Bielefeld 

128,714 

— 

— 

— 


No British area attacks 

Rostock 

122,399 

4 

0.81 

32 



Dessau 

120,732 

2 

1.3 

61 



Wilhelmshaven 

118,193 

9 

.52 

13 



Darmstadt 

115,526 

2 

2.0 

69 

12,300 


Freiburg 

111,860 

1 

1.0 

37 



Plauen 

110,342 

1 

1.4 

51 



Wurzburg 

108,617 

1 

1.7 

89 

4,200 


Remscheid 

103,437 

1 

1.1 

83 

1,346 


Bonn 

101,391 

5 

0.97 

34 




* Notes (i) Area destruction is based upon Webster and Frankland (1961) Vol. VI, pp. 484-86. 

(ii) The 1939 population figures are based on Geographical Handbook Series. Germany, Volume III, pp. 97 — 98. 

(iii) Civilian casualty estimates are based on Rumpf (1962), pp. 159-60. unless otherwise indicated. 
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their life, cityscapes, and culture would ex- 
7 hibit enormous and irrevocable breaks with 
the past, though the equally astonishing re¬ 
construction since may hide the discon¬ 
tinuity. 


The Aerial Bombardment of Japan 

With few exceptions, ... all Japan’s major cities 
had been greatly damaged. Ninety had been 
targets of American raids, of which some twenty 
were more than half destroyed . . . The statistics 
were appalling: 8^045,094 paopje had been either 
kijje d o r wounded: 2.5 million dwellings had 
been totally or partly destroyed. ... In Tokyo 
alone, a total of 709,906 buildings were either 
wholly or partly gone. In 1940 the population of 
the capital had stood at 6,700,000; by 1945, that 
figure had dwindled to 2,800,000, and of these 
the majority were living in ramshackle, makeshift 
v. huts (Kosaka 1972). 

Discussions of the bombing of Japan s 
home islands have been dominated by the 
two atomic raids. That is partly because such 
weapons now represent what the prophets of 
air power envisaged b|jT6r&Jhe war: the swift 
and in^it^bJ^d^c^^fjuture wars. Partly it 
reflects the medical, biological, and ecologi¬ 
cal threats of radiation exposure. Yet the 
atomic raids grew directly out of a massive 
program of area bombing, and the urban de¬ 
vastation and the larger fraction of A-bomb 
deaths were from blas t, he at.- and fire. They 
belong as much to our subject, in philosophy, 
practice, and impact, as to the prospect of a 
fully nuclear World War III. Meanwhile, the 
A-bombs caused only a small part of the total 
urban destruction, civilian casualties, and 
trauma of air raids. Indeed, not until later did 
I most Japanese realize that these events were 
*something special within the bombing activity. 

Over several months of 1945, prior to the 
A-bomb raids and Japan’s surrender, a series 
of massive incendiary raids was carried out 
against cities by the USAAF 21st Bomber 
Command (USSBS 1946; US'SBS'1947a, 
197-203). Initially, attacks were concentrated 
upon five major urban agglomerations. Tokyo 
suffered a series of attacks that left not less 
than 155Jim- 2 of its built-up area burned out 
(Craven and Cate 1953, Vol. 5, Chapter 20; 
USSBS 1947b). The raids on Yokohama, 
Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe were equally dev¬ 
astating, adding a further 104 km 2 of burned 
out central-city area (USSBS 1947c, 1947d). 
The fire raids on larger centers were followed, 


in the last weeks of the war, by a further series 
against 57jecondary cities (Craven and Cate 
1953, Vol. 5, Chapter 21). They included 10 
attacks on Kyushu, 6 on Shikoku, and 41 on 
the main island of Honshu. The sum of 
burned-out city area in these was 166 km 2 . In 
some it approached the total destruction of 
their built environment. The two A-bombs 
leveled a further 16.8 km 2 (see Table 3 and 
Figures 3 and 4).' 

More than half the main built-up area of 
most lesser cities was burned out. There were 
30 cities with more than 50 percent razed; 19 
with more than 65 percent, and 4 with more 
than 80 percent. Among Japan’s main towns, 
only Kyoto and Sap poro were spared the 
major fire raids. 

One_j}uarler of the national housing had 
been destroyed, making 8.3 million people 
homeless (USSBS 1946; Bidinian 1976, 
161-65; Kosaka 1972). The larger part of 
many cities were empty ghost towns. The 
combustible nature of most buildings meant 
there were not even the ruined skeletons and 
rubble of a built-up area as in Europe; all that 
remained were great expanses of scorched, 
flattened wasteland scored by the trace of 
street patterns and a moonlike scatter of 
bomb craters (Craven and Cate 1953; Havens 
1978, 187). 

Even more sorties were carried out against 
specific industrial and military targets. These 
were made especially by carrier-borne air¬ 
craft, but also in 1944 by the 2Qth Bomber 
Command from its network of airfields in 
Asia. These raids used mainly high explosives 
against industrial and military targets. Thus, 
areas not burned out were often as severely 
damaged as were those towns in the Euro¬ 
pean theater that had been subjected to tacti¬ 
cal and pre-invasion bombardment. Civilian 
.casualties in these bombardments may well 
have exceeded the total for Britain in the war, 

)yet they account for a tiny fraction in the 
Japanese case. 

The incendiary raids are conservatively es¬ 
timated to have killed at l east 780,000 c jyil- 
ians. The A-bomb raids a dded at least 1 20.000 
(Bidinian 1976). Even without Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, we are looking here at overkill in its 
fullest sense. The area bombing of Japan’s 
cities did not destroy as many persons as 
some other phases of the war and associated 
privations or holocausts. But considering the 
spatial and temporal concentration of dam- 
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Table 3. Area Destruction of Secondary Cities in Japan by Incendiary Attacks, 
June-August 1945 (after Craven and Cate, 1953, Vol. 5, pp 674-75) 


Place Attack Date 

Area 

Destroyed (Km 2 ) 

Percent 

Destroyed 

Population 

Kyusho 

1 Kagoshima 

June 17 

5.46 

44.1 

190,250* 

2a Omuta 

June 17 

0.56 

4.1 

177,000* 

2b Omuta 

July 26 

5.3 

38.0 


3 Fukuoka 

June 19 

3.5 

21.5 

323,200* 

4 Sasebo 

June 28 

2.5 

48.0 

206,000* 

5 Moji 

June 28 

0.78 

26.9 

139,000* 

6 Nabeoka 

June 28 

1.3 

36.0 

79,426* 

7 Kumamoto 

July 1 

2.59 

20.0 

211,000 

8 Oita 

July 16 

1.4 

25.2 

61,000 

9 Saga 

Aug. 5 

0.05 

1.5 

50,400 

10 Yahata 

Aug. 8 

3.1 

21.0 

261,300* 

Shikoku 

11 Takamatsu 

July 3 

3.6 

78.0 

111,200* 

12 Kochi 

July 3 

2.3 

48.0 

106,650 

13 Tokushima 

July 3 

4.4 

74.0 

119,600 

14a Uwajima 

July 12 

.36 

14.0 

52,100 

14b Uwajima 

July 28 

1.3 

52.0 


15 Matsuyama 

July 26 

3.1 

73.0 

66,300 

16 Imabari 

Aug. 5 

1.8 

76.0 

60,000 

Honshu 

(a) Inland Sea 

17 Okayama 

June 28 

5.5 

63 

163,560* 

18 Kure 

July 1 

3.3 

40 

277,000* 

19 Ube 

July 1 

1.1 

23 

100,600 

20 Shimenoseki 

July 1 

1.3 

36 

196,000* 

21 Himeji 

July 3 

3.1 

63.3 

104,250 

22 Akashi 

July 6 

2.0 

57.0 

90,000 

23 Sakai 

July 9 

2.1 

44.0 

182,150* 

24 Wakayama 

July 9 

3.4 

52.5 

195,200* 

25 Tokuyama 

July 26 

1.1 

37.0 

38,400 

26 Nishinomiya-Mikage 

Aug. 5 

7.2 

29.6 

111,800* 

27 Fukuyama 

Aug. 8 

2.2 

73.3 

56,653 

(b) Sagami and Suruya Bay Areas 

28 Shizuoka 

June 19 

5.8 

66 

212,200* 

29 Shimizu 

July 6 

1.8 

50 

68,600* 

30 Numazu 

July 16 

3.6 

89.5 

53,165 

31 Kuwana 

July 16 

1.6 

77 

41,850 

32 Hiratsuka 

July 16 

2.6 

44.2 

42,850 

33 Tsu 

July 28 

2.1 

57.0 

68,625 

34 Uji-Yamada 

July 28 

1.0 

39.0 

52,555 

(c) Interior 

35 Kofu 

July 6 

3.3 

65 

102,400 

36 Gifu 

July 9 

4.9 

74 

172,340 

37 Utsonomiya 

July 12 

2.4 

34.2 

87,868 

38a Ichinomiya 

July 12 

0.02 

0.8 

70,800 

38b Ichinomiya 

July 28 

2.5 

75.0 


39 Okazaki 

July 19 

1.6 

68.0 

84,070 

40 Ogaki 

July 28 

0.6 

40.0 

56,100 

41 Hachioji 

Aug. 1 

2.9 

80.0 

62,280 

42 Maebashi 

Aug. 5 

2.6 

42.5 

87,000 

43 Kumagaya 

Aug. 14 

0.7 

45.0 

49,000 

44 Isezaki 


0.42 

17.0 

40,000 

(d) Tokyo Bay Area 

45 Hamamatsu 

June 17 

6.3 

70 

165,000* 

46 Yokkaichi 

June 17 

3.1 

60 

102,000* 

47 Toyohashi 

June 19 

4.4 

52 

142,700 

48 Chiba 

July 6 

2.2 

43.4 

92,000* 

(e) South Coast (Northeast of Tokyo Bay) 

49 Sendai July 9 

3.1 

27 

233,630* 

50 Hitachi 

July 19 

2.2 

65.5 

82,700* 


This content downloaded on Sun, 10 Mar 2013 11:11:10 AM 
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 













Place Annihilation 


269 


Table 3. Area Destruction of Secondary Cities in Japan by Incendiary Attacks, 
June-August 1945 (after Craven and Cate, 1953, Vol. 5, pp 674-75) 


Place 

Attack Date 

Area 

Destroyed (Km 2 ) 

Percent 

Destroyed 

Population 

51 Chosi 

July 19 

1.0 

33.8 

61,200 

52 Mito 

Aug. 1 

4.4 

65.0 

66,300 

(f) North (Sea of Japan) Coast 
53 Tsuruga 

July 12 

1.9 

68 

31,350 

54 Fukui 

July 19 

4.1 

84.8 

98,000 

55 Aomori 

July 28 

2.7 

64.0 

100,000 

56 Toyama 

Aug. 1 

4.8 

99.5 

127,860 

57 Nagaoka 

Aug. 1 

3.4 

65.5 

67,000 


* Cities also heavily attacked in other raids. 



Figure 3. Built-up area destroyed by area bombing raids on Japanese cities in World War II. (Data from 
Craven and Cate, Vol. 5, 1953.) 
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Figure 4. Proportion of total built-up area destroyed by area bombing of Japanese cities in World War II. 
Craven and Cate, Vol. 5, 1953.) 


age (most of it on a clozen_days of attack^; 
within a five-month period in 1945), nothing 
else to date~co'm“pares with these raids as a 
death-dealjng, plac^anmliilating ‘‘machine” 
(see Elliot 1972). 


Discriminating Bombs: The Societal 
Space of Terror Bombing 

We must now begin to distinguish between 
various possible meanings of ‘‘indiscriminate 


destruction.” Normally the term refers to the 
ethical and managerial problems of bombing. 
In these senses, the bombing of cities was 
indiscriminate. It could not be managed so as 
to ensure precision of attack, and any deci¬ 
sion to bomb was to accept that items and 
persons other than those specified would be 
hit. Area bombing, which tu rned civilians an d 
nonmilitary areas into targets, was indis- 
criminate warfare in an " ethica l sense. That 
does not mean, however, that it was undiffer¬ 
entiated with respect to g eo g raph i c a I, himian 
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* 




V 





ecological, or societal conditions. The results 
were not uniformly or randomly scattered 
across the whole land and society. As in natu¬ 
ral disaster or industrial accidents, damage 
had a definite distribution and risk was not 
wholly uncertain. 

At an early stage, Britain’s bombing policy 
recognized the poor probabilities of hitting 
anything vital in suburban areas, in middle- 
class residential areas, or in newer industrial 
estates. These were all too spread out. Mean- 
V; while, incendiaries were rarely fet al to indu s- 
I tr ial planfr Tand when fire_raids were planned, 
bombs alon e wer e still insufficient ta start the 
sort of fire Civil Defe nse cauJdL not ha ndle, a 
fire that would sw^ep through the city de¬ 
stroying industrial areas and other vital spots. 
The answer lay in targeting congested 
neighborhoods, likely to be full of old timbers 
and homes packed with carpets, furniture, 
and curtains with innumerable outlets for gas 
pipes, electrical wires, and possibly cellars 
full of domestic fuel such as the coal that did 
so much to stoke the Hamburg firestorm. 

Mr. Churchill’s science advisor is said to 
have advised expressly the bombing of 
working^la ss neighborhoods (c.f. Webster 
and Frankland 1961, Volf, 4, 331-32). The 
War Cabinet ac cepted it (see also Trenchard’s 
Memorandum, quoted in Webster and 
Frankland 1 961, V oLJL 194jThe policy was, 
however, fijclosely kept secret until revealed 
in a book on science and government by C. P. 
Snow 16 years after the war (Snow IJJfLL 
47-48). Its consequences are readily seen in 
bombing surveys, but the policy was masked 
dfor the general public and air crews in such 
phrases as “vital nerve centers,” “industrial 
cities,” “communications targets,” or, at its 
least euphemistic, “the German industrial 
worker.” 

One begins to see, however, who were the 
majority of women, children, grandparents, 
and invalidsc^dehoused^” burned, and killed: 
they were generally thejDOorer urban dwell¬ 
ers. Also important were the old, whose 
meager resources, infirmity, or simple nostal- 
jgia held them in the congested inner city. 
Mostly, however, these w ere families of man¬ 
ual, semiskilled workers and of the soldiers, 
sailorsTand airmen in the lower ranks. We do 
not know if cultural advisors to bomber com- 

( mands consciously thought of those neigh¬ 
borhoods as too ugly to worry about. Per¬ 
sons in high places may have recalled that 


these neighborhoods had been the jiard-cor e 
areas of unemployment in the Depression and 
had been~vTewed as hot beds of disaffection 
; and soqjaj jjnjest. People with the lea st 
knowledge of or say in the various nations’ 

a ffairs were those whose morale was consid - 

ered most worth unsettling. Their places were 
obliterated without restraint. 

To be sure, other places and segments of 
society were affected. In the “Baedecker 
raids” against British provincial towns, widely 
considered les s excu sable than other raids, 
more affluent areas were in jeopardy. Even 
then, however, to judge from the example of 
Exeter, lo wer-inco me areas were the most 
he avily damage d or had more concentrated 
casualties (Davies 1973; Worral 1979). In the 
London Blitz, German bombing crept slowly 
from the poorer East_£ncLaiieas into the 
up"per^class neighborhoods of the West End 
(Harrison 1976, 66). The dollar damage may 
even have been larger here, but the devasta- 
I tion was never so extensive as in the packed 
row housing and tenements of working-class 
' areas (see Marwick 1976). Moreover, most 
hidden e vacu ation at the beginning of the 
war, was of the be jtter-off nonc ombatants. 
One can gain some sense of that from Vir¬ 
ginia Woolf’s letters (1980, 406-529). This 
author’s diaries also give poignant descrip¬ 
tions of her walks through familiar but 
bombed-out places in the more culturally 
admired areas of London (Woolf 1954, 
348-50). 

Anna Freud’s reports from her Hampstead 
nurseries in London add another dimension 
on which I lack material for Germany or 
Japan: the impact upon the bombed-out child 
and also the social and economic origins of 
the bom b-orpha ns, which in London were 
again most ly lower c lass (Freud 1973). 

Psychological responses to air raids have 
received considerable attention in accessible 
literature (Janis 1961; Grosser, Wechsler, and 
Greenblatt 1964). However, to gain a better 
sense of the environment of devastation and 
its impact upon urban ecology and places we 
must turn to the processes of physical destruc¬ 
tion and then how people suffered and died. 

Beyond “Coventration”: Urban 
Ecology Under Fire 

The raid by 449 Luftwaffe planes on Conven- 
try, England in 1940 presaged the new scope 
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of strategic bombing (Longmate 1976). It is 
remembered mainly because a cathedral was 
destroyed, as well as the inn er, medieva l city. 
;There were concentrated civilian casualties, 
[with 568 killed and 863 seriously injured. 

The list of other damages is a measure of 
a city’s metabolism of functioning. Two hun¬ 
dred thirty-three separate sections of water 
I main were destroyed, impeding fire fighting 
[ and leaving most of the city without water. 
The energy supply system was totally dis¬ 
rupted. Almost all of the city lacked elec- 
1 trie power, lights, and gas supply. There were 
310 breaks in the main gas supply lines and 
2,000 in consumers’ service connections. Of 
181 buses in the public transport fleet, 6 were 
destroyed and 77 damaged. Some service 
was soon restored, but the tram-car system 
was so badly affected it was never rebuilt. 
There were 77 destructive and disruptive 
strikes on railway stations, mainline connec¬ 
tions, and goods yards. More than 75 percent 
of subscribers’ lines and 1,800 trunk lines of 
the telephone system were out of action. Un¬ 
exploded bombs, a great hazard in efforts to 
get a city moving again, numbered 210. The 
| major loss of housing was in closely packed, 

1/ working-class areas near the city core. Be¬ 
cause m ainly high ex plosives.rather than in¬ 
cendiaries were used, only 12 percent of the 
damaged housing was demolished or too un¬ 
safe for further use. Unlike the later fire raids, 
large numbers of Britons could return to and 
spend months or years in partly damaged 
homes (Calder 1969; Harrisson 1976). One 
third of Coventry’s factories were destroyed, 
another third took weeks to restore and most 
of the rest suffered some damage. Few of the 
Allied heavy bombers would achieve as much 
even in their precision attacks. Still, the raid 
became the epitome of indiscriminate bomb- 
1 ing. “Conventration” entered Hitler’s propa¬ 
ganda vocabulary and Britain’s counterpropa¬ 
ganda as the word for city devastation until 
the attack on Coventry was dwarfed by later 
] events. Like Carthage, a particular city be¬ 
came the symbol of annihilation for other 
* urban places. 4 

On 24/25 July 1943 Britain opened “Opera¬ 
tion Gomorrah,’’ sending 791 heavy bombers 
against Hamburg. The British sent another 
787 on 27/28, 777 on 29/30, and 740 on 2/3 
August (Webster and Frankland 1961, Vol. 2, 
138-67). Nine thousand tons of bombs were 


dropped in the so-called “battle of Ham¬ 
burg”; about half were high explosive bombs, 
with 1,900 tons of liquid incendiaries and 1.5 cf m £ ^ ^ 
million thermite stick bombs. More than 250 6^^ 

daylight strikes by American bombers were 
made at the same time. The first fire-storm 
generat ed in the his totv^_Qf— war occurred 
(Middlebrook 1980). 

Civilian deaths are estimated to have been 
between 3 5,000 and 50.000 . with about 37,000 
serious injuries (USSBS 1947d; Rumpf 1962). 

IkJ£ (1958, 16) notes that this was “only 3.3 
percent of the population,” whereas nearly 
half of the city’s dwelling units were de¬ 
stroyed. In some congested residential areas 
around the city core, however, deaths were 
much more concentrated, exceeding 35 per¬ 
cent of the population in Hammerbrook and 
South Hamm. About half of all deaths oc¬ 
curred in Grossbezirk Mitte, which included 
the city center and nearby mostly low-income 
residential areas. Some 19 percent of the 
dead, or about 7,000 w ere children. About 
10,000 resident children were orphaned in the 
raids. The civilian deaths were only 13 per-i 
cent below those of soldiers from Hamburg! 
on all fronts in the war (Rumpf 1962). ^ 

Also destroyed were 24 hospitals, 58 , 
churches, 277 schools, 76 civic buildings, 83 
banks, 2,632 stores, and a zoo with many of 
its captive animals. This was in addition to the [| 
more legitimate targets of 183 large and 4,113 
small factories, 580 other industrial plants, 

180,000 tons of shipping in the port, and 12 
bridges. 

Essential services were disrupted far more 
extensively than they were at Coventry, but 
they were restor ed very quickly. Railyards and 
rail services were operating within hours. 
Electricity supply exceeded demand within 
nine days. Industrial production rose swiftly 
almost to preraid levels. Dehoused inhabit¬ 
ants were evacuated or relocated in the city 
within a short time. The poor ability of area 
bombing to affect the industriaLeconomy and / 
war-m aking pote ntial contrasts starkly with 
its huge impact on civilian lives, property, and 
urban culture. ^ 

At Dresden, the firestorm engulfed more 
than 95,000 dwelling units and razed some 85 
percent of the main built-up area (Irving 1963, 

258-60). This raid does seem to be widely 
known, thanks mainly to Kurt Vonnegut Jr. 

(1969). Instead of houses, shops, places of 
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business, amusement, or worship, for each 
citizen of Dresden "there were 56 cubic yards 
of rubble” (Irving 1963, 217). The rubble in¬ 
cluded 72 schools, 22 hospitals, 25 churches 
and chapels, 32 hotels, 25 large restaurants, 
24 theaters and cinemas, 2 museums, 31 de¬ 
partment stores, and, to add a touch of irony, 
36 insurance company buildings. 

There had been incendiary raids on Jap¬ 
anese cities prior to March 1945. The one 
against Tokyo on February 25 did consider¬ 
able damage and burned out an area greater 
than that destroyed in the Dresden firestorm. 
Yet neither the Japanese nor the 21st Bomber 
Command had conceived what the "great 
fire” raid on Tokyo would do. The three-hour 
assault was focused on the crowded Asakusa 
district, northeast of the Imperial Palace. The 
general population density was 103,000 per 
square mile and in parts was considered to 
exceed 135,000 per square mile (Craven and 
Cate, 1953, Vol. 5, 615). Buildings in the main 
target area consisted largely of bamboo, 
wood, and plaster materials. The target area 
contained workers, commercial areas, and a 
multitude of small feeder plants or home in¬ 
dustries upon which Japan’s larger industries 
depended. More important, however, the 
congested residential area was being used Jo 
((s Toke a fire fierc e enough to spread and dam¬ 
age surrounding industrial areas. 

Almost 2,000 tons of incendiaries were 
dropped. A first wave of marker bombers 
started fires with M-47 Napalm-filled bombs. 
Others followed with the main load of 500- 
pound clusters of delayed-fuse, M-69 Napalm 
bombs. The bombing relied upon a new, 
low-level approach from between 1,500 and 
3,000 m. An unprecedented concentration of 
r incendiaries was dropped. 

As predicted, the buildings in the target 
area kindled easily, and the blaze was fanned 
by strong winds. A vast conflagration devel¬ 
oped (see Stockholm Peace Research In¬ 
stitute 1975, 81); it engulfed not only the im¬ 
mediate target area but also surrounding 
districts on both sides of the Sumida River. 
Though some 300 fire engines were quickly 
on the scene, their efforts were useless. It 
took 25 day s to dig out the dead. Large areas 
were simply abandoned as survivors left the 
city, and maintenance workers saw no point 
in trying to restore services. An area no less 
than 41 km 2 was burned out. Tokyo Police re¬ 


ported 267,171 buildings destroyed (USSBS 
1947b), including a fifth of the city’s industrial 
and two-thirds of its commercial area. 

What of the civilian casualties and non¬ 
military impact? Crowds of people not killed 
in the bombing itself were unable to escape 
the fires. That was how the majority died. 
Thousands who tried to save themselves by 
jumping into the canals and rivers drowned in 
the melee or^ere boiled alive $Guillian 1947; 
Daniels 1975; Haven$Tl978). Civilian fatalities 
al most certainly exceeded_ lH0,Q00. The 
Strategic Bombing Survey (1947e, 145) gave 
the figure 83,600. Some say 200,000 is more 
realistic (Salmaggi and Fallavisini 1979, 682). 
Whatever the exact figure, those killed were 
predominantly women, children, and the old 
and infirm. 

Other raids would involve more bombers, 
larger bomb loads and even, as on 25/2£_May, 
a larger area of To kyo bumacLout. It is one 
measure of the effect of the March raid, and 
the times in which it occurred, that when later 
raids of the first series—against Nagoya 
(March 11/12) and Kobe (March 16/17)— 
burned out "only” 5.2 km 2 and 7.5 km 2 re¬ 
spectively, the reaction at the 21st Bomber 
Command was one of disappojntment and 
f ailure ( Craven and Cate 1953, Vol. 5), even 
though the former involved a greater area than 
the Kassel firestorm and the latter a larger 
area than that at Dresden. 


The Bomber’s Way of Death 

It seems a far cry from today’s oil crises to 
the invention of the jellied gasoline incen¬ 
diary, napalm, in 1943 , and its rapid exploita¬ 
tion (FeiseM9g4). Napalm gives high cover¬ 
age in proportion to cost and is very effective 
against troop concentrations sheltered by 
heavily wooded terrain. Use of this material 
seems to have come of age in the mountains 
of Luzon in the Philippines campaign of 
1944-45 (Craven and Cate 1953, Vol. 5, 
Chapter 14). However, it was in Europe, spe- 
cificaLly^against the French se aside resort of 
( Royan (Zj m} 1970, 250-70), and in China at 
v Hankow, that it had its first uses in area 
bombing (Craven and Cate 1953, Vol. 5, Stock¬ 
holm Peace Research Institute 1975, 36). 
One singles out napalm partly because of 
more recent excesses in its use against per- 
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sons, built-up areas, and rural ecology (e.g., 
Lewallen 1971). However, the Vietnam War 
has served to obscure how extensive was its 
application in World War II and its responsi¬ 
bility then for enormous civilian casualties. 
V ynlik^ 1 the European raids, the raids on 
Japanese cities were actually publicized as 
( Reischauer, 130). What is 
significant here is how the shift to incen¬ 
diarism changed the patterns and extent not 
only of destruction to urban ecology, but also 
o f the wav people suffered a nd died. 

In the early phases of the war, bombing im¬ 
pacts were largely from high explosives, es¬ 
sentially an extension of artillery. The process 
and pattern of those injuries and deaths were 
V described by Zqskerman and elevated by him 
r to the status of a bombing “model" through 
experimentation with live goats (1978, 131- 
48). It emphasized blast, flying debris, a nd 
7 the_cpL^ given by build¬ 

ings. It applied to most casualties in Bri¬ 
tain’s cities, including the flying bomb at¬ 
tacks, but where incendiaries become pre¬ 
dominant in area bombing his model was 
almost obsolete. 

The German authorities were the first to 
/ realize that large numbers of civilians dying in 
air raids showed little or no signs of physical 
I damage. From Hamburg on, there were many 
deathsunda maged air-raid shelte rs. Re¬ 
search revealed that these were “oil age" 
casualties. For the Kassel firestorm only 15 
percent of the deaths could be attributed to 
what Zuckerman would have called the pri¬ 
mary, secondary, tertiary, and quaternary ef¬ 
fects of explosions (Zuckerman 1978, 134; 
| USSBS 1947f, 14-24). Some 15 percent were 
killed by severe burns or inhalation of hot 
gases. The remaining deaths (70 p erce nt) 
were attributed to carbon monoxide poison¬ 
ing. (ZuckermanT§78; Irving 1963, 49-50). 
Deaths from carbon monoxide and burns 
eventually become overwhelming in the area 
i bombing of German and Japanese cities (see 
also USSBS 1947e, 142-58). The comb ustion 
of oil-based incendiaries was a major factor, 
but thls~was magnified by other inflammable 
materials. Shelters with forced ventilation and 
gas protection could become so hot these sys¬ 
tems would fail. People would die fro m lack of 
oxygen, from toxjc combustion gases, or from 
the beat itself (Stockholm Peace Research In- 
' stitute 1975, 163-66). 


Equally beyond all reason was the suffering 
caused by bombs. High explosives were bad 
enough, but the fire bombing introduced new 
forms of unnecessary suffering as well as in¬ 
creasing the amount of it. Burns were the 
(major cause of injury in survivors and of lin ¬ 
ge ring de ath. The exact role of burns in the 
^World War II incendiary raids is among the 
least known aspects of the subject. Other evi¬ 
dence, and later wars, suggest that more than 
h a I f t he victims of seriou s burns, die Jro m 
them, usually within the first 48 hours (Stock¬ 
holm Peace Research Institute 1975; Ikle 
1958, 24-26; Falk, Kolko, and Litton 1971, 
278-84; 249-362). More than half the A- 
bomb deaths at Hiroshima are also attributed 
to heatn ndTudjngJ Iash jLadJire burns. The 
larger fraction of the people who died in the 
first few days were also among burn victims 
(Committee for the Compilation ... 1981; 
Stockholm Peace Research Institute 1975, 
134-36). Such mutilation of bodies merged 
with devastated surroundings to create an 
image ofCA rmageddob , ofj/vorlds destroyed 
(Hachiya 1955; Japan Times 1978; Japan 
Broadcasting Corporation 1981). 

Burn injuries and deaths were major 
scourges of airmen too. The wish to do ev¬ 
erything possible for them led to great im¬ 
provements in burn treatment and cosmetic 
surgery. These have helped modern cities 
where oil-age accidents involving automo¬ 
biles and the like require a sophisticated 
setup for burn casualties in hospitals. How- 
ever.^norSof today’s cities could give even 
good first aid to the numbers of burn victims 
produced in The SeOQnd World War fire raids. 
It nnust also be recalled that the incendiary 
bombing routine deliberately reduced the 
possibility of quick, efficient help for sur¬ 
vivors. Obviously, therefore, no city today 
could cope with_the likely numbers Qf pote n- 
tiallv recoverable^ burn victiFn sJn the next 
world warJeT^lone the vast numbers suffer¬ 
ing rad iat ion sickness (Ikle 1958, 24-27). 

Given the continuing and expanded use of 
incendiaries against civilians in conflicts 
seemingly much less seriousJJian^m)xld war 
(Stockholm Peace Research, Institute 1975), 
we may be too^ntfmbfcd to think of it in terms 
other th an “ body counts." One must reaffirm, 
however, that we have been dealing^jiot 
merely with unimaginable human suffering, 
but largely the suffering of children, students, 
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women, and old people. Often there were also 
h ospital patient s. Torced labor cadres, pris¬ 
oners of wai^ and sometimes, as at Dresden, 
huge numbers of refugees from bombing or 
warfare elsewhere. 

Meanwhile, these cities remote from 
battlefields experienced other privations. As 
the war continued citizens suffered ever 
more shortages, hardships, and even life- 
threatening problems upon which those of 
bombing were superimposed. Most Japanese 
civilians appear to recall the war as months or 
years of unsatisfied hunger, of the struggle to 
obtain enough to eat, including that critical 
margin provided by black market items. By 
mid-1944 the official food supply provided an 
average of 1,405 calories a day, which may 
have reached 1,927 calories with hidden or 
black market supplements. However, there 
were many days when the latter would not be 
obtained (USSBS 1947e, 30-91; Havens 
1978, 130; Kosaka 1972, 14). 

We have already noted the official program 
to evacuate people before the war and in the 
early years of bombing offensives. Lives were 
saved, though many persons preferred to re¬ 
turn to their city as the war dragged on. The 
most extensive depopulation at the war’s end 
usually occurred following the main phase of 
bombing: a spontaneous fleeing when no 
other alternative remained. The tragedy of 
Dresden, Darmstadt, or Hirosh ima was that 
| their greatest devastation occurred in virtu- 
j ally the first, sometimes the only serious raid, 
Iwhen their citizens had believed their city 
\could not be on the bombers’ list (Vonnegut 
■1969, 129; Hastings 1979, 305-6; Hachiya 
1955). Before the great fire raid, Tokyo had 
seen some evacuation but possibly even 
greater influx from an impoverished coun¬ 
tryside, while Hamburg was thought to be 
well protected before July 1943, no doubt a 
factor in the number of children who were still 
I in its central area. 

“Welcome to the Ruins” 

Biologists have prepared "red books’’ of 
extinct or endangered species; ecologists 
have their “green books” of threatened 
habitats. Perhaps we need our "black book" 
of the places of violence and places de¬ 
stroyed or nearly destroyed by human agencies. 


Actually it would take many books and street 
maps packed with remembrances to record the 
settlements, neighborhoods, and buildings in 
those places destroyed in mcent wars. 

Dresden, Darmstadt, or Lubek may seem 
especially tragic. These cities made a minor 
contribution to the war effort, but were widely 
known as centers oLpeaoetime administra¬ 
tion and culture. Dresden was known as the 
Florence of the Elbe, with its famous Baroque 
and Rococo buildings that made a "prospect 
of cupolas, towers, spires, and copper green 
roofs of striking beauty” (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica 1929). Most of those buildings 
l were destroyed in the firestorm. The remains 
of the most famous, the Frauenkirche of the 
early seventeenth century, irreparably dam¬ 
aged, now stand as a memorial. 

The Geographical Handbooks (1945) show 
aerial and ground-level views of the medieval 
Hanse port of Lubeck, beautifully set upon its 
island in the River Trave, with "many fine 
buildings [that had] survived from the days of 
the great period of prosperity in the middle 
ages" (Geographical Handbooks 1945, 128). 
This city was used as a test of the^area 
bombing approach (Webster and Frankland 
1951 , VoT. T, Chapter 7; Hastings 1979) be¬ 
cause it was relatively easy to find, was lightly 
defended (it had not been regarded a serious 
military target), and was “more like a 
firelighter than a human habitation" (Webster 
^and Frankland 1961, Vol. 1, 391). It was also 
chosen because of a clearly circumscribed 
I center city area and compact building blocks, 
from which reconnaisance air photography 
could provide unambiguous evidence of the 
'results of the raid. Thus a fine historic town 
"did not attract the attention of the bombers 
because it was important, but became im¬ 
portant because it could be bombed" (Hast¬ 
ings 1979, 173). 

The incendiary bombing strategy over 
Japan left little possibility of avoiding the de¬ 
struction of great historic and cultural prod¬ 
ucts of urbanism. Today one cannot conceive 
what Tokyo and other cities were like before 
the war. lenaga (1978) has noted the loss of 
the great historic castles at Nagoya, Okaya¬ 
ma, Hiroshima, Wakayama, and Shuri on Oki¬ 
nawa. They were among the few that had 
survived the Restoration. Today, in the cas¬ 
tles at Himeji or Matsumoto, one can see what 
they had been like. 
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Here we are touching upon the imagibility 
of cities (Lynch I960, 9-13): visible, legible 
features and places of congregation that help 
impart social shape, that permit urban way 
finding and come to encapsulate the deeper 
meanings of human settlements. One of the 
thousands of such landmarks destroyed in 
the great fire raid on Tokyo was the Asakusa 
Kannon or Great Senso-ji Temple. A Buddhist 
foundation of the seventh century, named 
after the Goddess of Mercy, its five-storey 
Pagoda and Great Hall were major landmarks 
and centers of pilgrimage. During the raid 
hundreds of people converged on the temple 
grounds to escape the flames. Guillian (1947, 
209) says they perished with their temple. 


Strategies of Annihilation 

We can now spell out what constitutes 
place annihilation and how this concept is 
applicable to area bombing. 

First there are the objective consequences: 

(1) The destruction of inhabited settle¬ 
ments, especially dense city core areas, 
in the continued presence of their 
longtime inhabitants. 

(2) Large, concentrated fatalities and injury 
among resident civilian populations. 

(3) A predominance of noncombatants 
among the casualties and, specifically, 
of children, students, women, the old, 
and the infirm. 

(4) The destruction of the homes of civil¬ 
ians, areally and numerically the largest 
item in area bombing impacts(lkle 1958). 

(5) Indiscriminate ‘‘wall-to-wair devasta¬ 
tion of civic life support and culture: 
shops and markets, hospitals and 
schools, libraries, banks, theaters, 
churches, zoos and landmarks. Among 
these are items of great artistic signifi¬ 
cance for cultivated persons the world over. 

(6) Practices that prevent or disrupt emer¬ 
gency measures for devastated areas 
and for aiding casualties (Rumpf 1962; 
Hastings 1979) 

Second, we may cite the goals or justifica¬ 
tions of area bombing that emphasize" its 
place-destroying and immolating character: 

(1) “Dshousing” as a strategy of war. 

(2) “Barn-door” targeting, which simply 
made the city centers or densely built- 


up areas the aiming points (Bidinian 
1976, Chapter 2). 

(3) Fire raids, intended to start uncontrol¬ 
lable urban conflagrations. 

(4) Making civilian morale a target of war. 

(5) Advertising the raids as retr.ib_ution 
against the people or nation involved 
(see Reischauer 1945). 

(6) Justifying the devastation and civilian 
casualties as leverage on the enemy 
war leaders. 

(7) Treating place destruction as an inevit¬ 
able outcome of total war. 

(8) The oft-repeated purpose of area 
bombing to reduce casualties among 
one’s own troops and to shorten if not 
to win the war. 

Each of these represents an assault less 
upon the political and military bases of power 
than upon the continuing biological, psycho¬ 
social, and cultural foundations of human 
l geography (Bunge 1973). These represent 
strategies of immolation,Sacrificing civilians 
and urban areas for other purposes. More¬ 
over, the leaders of European nations, if not 
of the United States, expected adoption of 
urban attacks to bring return raids against 
their own cities, and t herefore were^acrific- 
ing these to war aims (c.f. Bailer 1980). 

The Problem of Bearing Witness to 
Places Destroyed 

With so much evidence of untimely death, 
unnecessary destruction, and meaningless 
suffering, one may well ask whether this con¬ 
cern with place is not superfluous. Perhaps it 
is a self-indulgent attempt to avoid facing up 
to harsh realities. Heinrich Boll has captured 
the problem exactly. In his essay “Which Co¬ 
logne?” he recalls: 

I broke out in a cold sweat when, after World War 
II, I saw my first un destroved city: Heidelburg. In 
a dual sense, esthetically and morally, it seemed 
to me improper, a particularly deplorable form of 
disaster for a city to have escaped disaster in that 
way; I could not get rid of the suspicion that it 
had been spared not because it served as a mili¬ 
tary hospital town—Dresden was also a hospital 
town—and not for a reason that would make any 
human settlement worth sparing: because 
human beings were living there. The horrible 
suspicion was that this German dream was also a 
tmjnsJLiiraam that owed its_wojldjenown mainly 
to an operetta.” (Boll 1977, p. 25). 
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Yet Boll s essay, like much of his fiction and 
the work of his serious contemporaries, could 
be described as a struggle to recover place, 
the sense and reality of it. He finds himself 
searching for Kolns of the past. He is troubled 
by the unreality of Koln present, but also of 
the photographs from his remembered pasts. 
His search is not only for the city of prewar 
days; it is even more for the lost city £f dust, 
rubble, and privation after the war. His is no 
mere nostalgia for the romantically beautiful, 
cozy community or high culture. It requires us 
to value whatever places were or are inescap¬ 
ably present for us. That may include 
( humanizing a ruined street or landscaping 
' the craters of old battlefields (Boll 1977, 
' 46-50). 5 

Rumpf (1962, 189) says that, for German 
citizens: 


Even in ruins, the towns were still their homes, 
and their magnetic attraction continued to oper- 
| ate strongly. Within less than a year 900,000 
I people were again living in the ruins of Hamburg, 
though it had been eighty per cent gutted. By 
1 their grim persistence they demonstrated that 
their town was stilL allve. 

Suppose, on the other hand that Heidel¬ 
berg, Florence, or Kyoto were spared for its 
looks. What of the sense of place behind such 
a decision? Presumably, these were to sur¬ 
vive as examples of the most worthy eternals 
of culture, as collectors items. Meanwhile, 
there was the unrelenting sacrifice of the 
bodies, homes, and neighborhoods of mil¬ 
lions of people and of less spectacular build¬ 
ings and cityscapes. If this is the case, then 
we are in the presence of a sense of place that 
is irredeemably antihuman. Far from showing 
some residue of humanity, these unbombed 
cities symbolize the token gesture, the ex¬ 
pression of a casual and elitist sentimentality 
that preserves objects while hiding from the 
, public an^L ev en fr om itself, a r uthlessne ss 
that is ready to destroy all else cruelly out of 
some imagined technical or institutional 
necessity. 


A Geography of Reconstruction? 

We have reached a critical juncture in our 
inquiry. The tenacious place making of sur¬ 
vivors is part of it, but the validity of employ¬ 
ing the place concept at all here is at stake. 


What can the notion of place annihilation tell 
us that the seemingly more concrete matters 
of demographic, economic, and cultural 
losses will not? Sensitive and mind-expanding 
as the sense-of-place literature is when in 
skilled hands, what light can it shed upon this 
ab yss o f in huma nity and^ h umam rusery? 

Look again at the devastation and human 
casualties caused by area bombing. Then 
consider the objective map of urban geogra¬ 
phy, its spatial organization, and measures of 
material function in today s Germany or 
Japan. In the locations where we know the 
destruction was greatest, the materiaLrecord 
upon the land is least. The traveler or in¬ 
terpreter of air photographs is hard pressed 
to find any clear marks of the largest conflict 
in history. Anyone who has visited Nagasaki 
.or Frankfurt, Tokyo or Milan in the past two 
(decades will sense what is implied here. 
Moreover, many an urban geography text 
shows that if one omits data for the critical 
years 1943-46, or just a few months of 1945 
(data rarely found anyway), then urbanization, 
industrial growth, energy consumption, and 
the shift of industry and population to the 
suburbs all seem to proceed like a smooth, 
upwardly concave curve (see Ikle 1950; Greb- 
,ler 1956). Highly valued places or structures 
like the cathedral and the main street of 
Munster, the Asakusa Kannon Temple in 
Tokyo, or the medieval castle at Hiroshima 
have been r ebuilt to replicate their prewar 
appearance. 

Some scholars hold the view that the 
bombing was beneficial in that it allowed 
more rapid and rational modernization than 
was the case in cities or neighborhoods 
where it did not occur. By referring primarily 
to matters of function, system, economic 
theory, and planning, by working largely with 
government-collected statistics, by aban¬ 
doning the historical emphasis of urban ge¬ 
ography in favor of a futuristic perspective, 
we have been abl e to ignore the d estruction 
of^W-OricLWar 41. The result has been to create 
essentially a geography of reconstruction. 
One suspects the reconstructed cities seem 
(^ore reatbecause in the process they have 
\ come more closely to resemble the views and 
models that urbanists, in their most planning 
oriented of fields, have created in concert 
with that reconstruction. 

Many do acknowledge that the reconstruc- 
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tion was necessitated by devastation. But there 
is the question of whether by so fully adapting 
to the climate of reconstruction, we have not 
also tacitly embraced the violence to places 
that it presupposes. Some have argued that 
our plans and models support a thousand 
episodes of appropriation, demolition, and 
rapacious construction in the name of im¬ 
provement, episodes that in fact recall the 
bombing and the plight of its survivors 
(Jacobs 1961; Relph 1976, Chapter 6, Worthy 
1976). One might also cite the recurrent 
backlash of local communities against the 
postwar styles of reconstruction in bombed- 
out cities (e.g., Breirley 1980; Hajdu 1979). 6 

Here then is our dilemma: the risk of basing 
human geography upon concepts such as 
landscape, place, community, and world may 
lie in the subjectivity of phenomena that are, 
after all, intersubjective. The dangers of an¬ 
thropomorphism here are real. But what of 
the equally great risks of “mechanomor- 
phism” in a human geography based upon 
census data, input-output models, graphs and 
network theory, or whatever other instru¬ 
ments and concepts of technocratic ap¬ 
proaches are currently fashionable? Com¬ 
plete commitment to such approaches is not 
merely to accept a central-planning perspec¬ 
tive on what is rational, scientific, and useful, 
but it serves to transform devastation (or con¬ 
struction) into neutral terms, mere processes 
or accidents (Hewitt 1983). Their trajectories 
and pattern variables may be special, but their 
impact and meaning in the life and death of 
victims are bled of all content. Moreover, 
such a view abandons what may be one of the 
few special and vital contributions of geogra¬ 
phy to human awareness and affairs, its tradi¬ 
tional interest in actual human communities 
where and as they live (Lowenthal 1961). 

In that respect, the tena cious if pathetic re¬ 
sumption of life amid the rubble and “killing 
ground” of their cities by bombed-out sur¬ 
vivors seems more fully to measure our topic 
and its tragedy than all the statistics of what 
was lost or the prodigious reconstructions of 
the “new” Germany or Japan. And what bet¬ 
ter description of their activities than as 
“place-making”? Except in brief moments of 
crisis, human survival is never just individual 
biological persistence, but the need to have a 
communal place or to reestablish the con¬ 
tinuity of past places. The air-raid victims 


made_places even of air-raid shelters, against 
a backdrop of gutted buildings and rubble. 
Somehow, in extremity one discovers that the 
intersubjective reality of place has a more 
general and fundamental human significance 
than objective form and function or measures 
of the material setting. Thus one may say with 
Michael Godkin (1980, 73) that place or 
rootedness “lies at the core of human exis¬ 
tence.” 

That, of course, does not detract from the 
proper employment of dispassionate schol¬ 
arship in determining responsibility for the 
material conditions imposed on a given place. 
The tragedy of the tenacious place making of 
bombed-out city dwellers lay not in their 
places or pathetic struggle, but in the fact that 
it was required because they were victims. As 
Michael Harrington (1965, 138) has said of 
war and poverty, “It would be insane to wish 
to maintain [such] human misery in order to 
preserve the creativity born of despair.” 

However, we have a geography almost 
wholly turned away from the objective as well 
/ as the intersubjective experience of these and 
i other war atrocities. In one respect such a 
geography of reconstruction accurately re¬ 
flects a necessary concern in a century of 
massive and recurrent violence to people and 
place. In another sense it misses the point 
entirely. This is not just because today s sci¬ 
entific theories and techniques will be in 
tomorrow s trash can, or that ideals of urban 
planning like most others are notoriously 
creatures of fashion. The point is that our in¬ 
terest in human settlements occurs in the 
shadow of an area bombing that threatens,to 
be larger and more profoundly destructive 
than World War II. 

Concluding Remarks: Guides to the 
Future of Urbanism 

The ghosts of the a rchitects of urban j 
bombing—Dou het MitchelL Tre nchard. Lin- 
demann—and the praxis of airmen like Har¬ 
ris and LeMay still stalk the streets of our 
cities and the corridors of power. Today it is i 
almost universally accepted that area bomb- v 
ing on a vast scale will bejhe essence of the 
next World War. This is an ultimate threat to 
all cities, reconstructed, renewed, or decay¬ 
ing. The main weaponry is aimed primarily at 


This content downloaded on Sun. 10 Mar 2013 11:11:10 AM 
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 


















Place Annihilation 


279 


4i<y- 


1 


K 


< 


<* 


destroying the majority of civilian persons, 
housing, work forces, and places. What is not 
often remarked is that World War II may still 
tell us more about our predicament than the 
vision of sudden, decisive hol ocaust. 

Given the horrendous results of nuclear 
strategy for people and places, I am disturbed 
by certain parallels with the old area bombing 
strategies. One aspect involves t he large u n- 
knowns in limited, let alone all-out nuclear 
vyat (Office of Technology Assessment 1980). 
To reverse an old argument against area 
bombing’s critics, we know that only thfi-Wis- 
dom of hindsight will tell us what nuclear war 
involves, if anyone is around to care. Mainly, 


t 

i 

A | 


however, the evidence I have seen tells me 
that this escalated version of the area bomb¬ 
ing scenario wfl[ J1so~t^Tnilita ryTfrelevant;> 

The first- and second-strike ICBMs would 
destroy civ ilizat ion as we know it forever. It 
might produce ecological Armageddon. Bar¬ 
ri ng thaf however, there will remain ample 
untouched natural resources, a sufficient in¬ 
dustrial capability, and certainly enough con¬ 
ventional and nuclear forces to ensure the 
War is undecided.; Today, as always in 
societies anticipating war, the military is bet¬ 
ter prepared and protected than any other 
part of society except its leaders. That the 
forces surviving major nuclear offensives will 
be oddly balanced and disoriented and sur¬ 
rounded by lands filled with deadly radiation 
and dying people should ensure that no 
quick, decisive assaults will be possible. In¬ 
stead, one can foresee an agonizingly slow, 
inconsequential, but ecologically devastating 
warring continuing for years or decades. And, 
as^UTEuropsJn the previous two World Wars, 
powers now considered secondary or even 
small may prove decisive. Nevertheless, the 
Douhet vision of the sudden, mortal blow to 
the enemy through the cities reigns supreme, 
at least in public debate, and is unchastened 
by the excesses of the past. 

Meanwhile, the cities of the most powerful 
states are less able to defend themselves, less 
defensible with existing weaponries, and less 
well sheltered than the Japanese citizenry 
was against superfortresses and napalm. 
Moreover, were we well defended, it would be 
impossible after a major nuclear exchange to 
sustain more than a tiny fraction of today’s 
urban population with food and uncontami¬ 
nated water, and certainly not with adequate 


medical treatment. Civil defense, so-called, is 
in these terms a token gesture, an abstract, 
statistical notion of survivability. The point 
here is, however, that if 80 percent, or 50 per¬ 
cent, or 20 per cent of Americans or Euro¬ 
peans or Soviets survive—and proportionally 
less of their books, schools, hospitals, 
churches, art works—t hey and jjieiLCilifis will f 
stil I haygjje en sacrificed for a doubt ful mi I i- 
^ta ry result. Modern states will come as close 
as possible to being "nonplace realms” 
(Webber 1964) without their war-m aking do- ) 
te ntial having been cr i pple d. As in World War 
II, it would be wishful thinking to imagine that 
political and military leaders will be so 
shocked and guilt laden by the vastness of 
death and destruction as to abandon the 
struggle or so "irresponsible” as to sue rea di- f 
Iv f or peace w ith those who destroyed^heir 
nation. In World War II, disarticulation be- 
| tween the fate of cities or peoples and their 
defense establishments largely nullified any 
; effects of lowered morale or losses among 
. the former upon the conduct of the war. That 
was dealt with as a public relations problem 
through managing information for the sur¬ 
vivors. It is unlikely to be different in the world 
of micro chips and artificial satellites. 

Everything reinforces the sense that we re¬ 
main in the same political, organizational, 
and moral climate that evolved through the two 
World Wars. The massive bombardment of cities 
from the air makes World War II the only, if 
not the definitive, test case from which to 
( consider future wars. The machines are in place. 

There is much talk of accidental triggering 
of a nuclear holocaust; the possibilities have 
been created by decades of escalating arms 
development and sales. Again, the Second 
1 World War is sobering in that respect. For, in 
the material we have examined, two aspects 
are perhaps more paradoxical and daunting 
than anything else, na mely, whe n the bulk of 
the Area Bombing destruction occurred and 
b y whom it was c arried out. 

Most of the bombs, heavy bomber sorties, 
civilian deaths, and urban area destruction in 
Japan and Germany occurred not when these 
Countries were at their peak of power or 
merely on the defensive, but after mid-1944 
land especially in 1945 when they were on ^ 
their In a py mont h from May 1944 to 

May 1945 more tonnages were dropped on 
German cities alone than in all campaigns in i 
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1939, 1940, 1941, or 1942. The attacks on a 
virtually paralyzed Japan were even later, 
heavier, and more compressed. I am not say¬ 
ing Germany or Japan had ceased to be seri¬ 
ous military threats by late 1944, only that 
area bombing of their cities was too much, 
too late. 

Here is another suggestive parallel between 
thermonuclear and conventional area bomb¬ 
ing. For their time, there was behind the vari¬ 
ous bomber commands a great s ophisticatio n 
of technology, organization, and planning. Air 
crews generally were of high mental and 
physical caliber, performing tasks of consid¬ 
erable technical skill, often under stressful 
battle conditions. Ye t, no instrument a Lwar 
has been as clumsy J Jnexact_ar^ 
lable in its effects, nor as irredeemably brutal. 
As early as 1942, the military analyst Liddell 
Hart could call an area raid "the most ba r- 
baric and unskilled way of winning a warJhat 
the modern world has seen" (quoted in Bond 
1977, 145). And Liddell Hart had seen, value in 
what he envisaged as strategic bombing. 

[ Nevertheless, the thermonuclear threat 
clearly exceeds area bombing in the profound 
gulf between its t echnic al requirements and 
the crude brutality of its effects. 

Remember, too, that those who carried out 
area bombing w ere supposedly fig hting 
tyranny. Many_were_soghisticat ed i nctividuaIs 
who readily spoke of freedom and dignity, 
who called upon the best scientists for ad- 
vice^Yet, they planned and executed with a 
highly efficient detachment the annihilation 
of helpless civilian populations and poorly 
defended cities. Focusing upon their plans 
and maps, air photographs and targets, they 
apparently ignored or failed to perceive the 
places, their history, the masses of women, 
children, old people caught up in violent 
events outside their grasp or control. They 
merely saw, in Air Marshall Harris’s words 
"the over-weening factors of strategy, tactics, 
and technicalities" (Webster and Frankland 
1961, 224). And so, in the end, strategic 
bombing made use of the strategies of the 
most advanced nations and institutions— 
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There is a case for arguing that the only real 
moments of decision about strategic bomb¬ 
ing, or for considering alternative ap- 

1 proaches, were early in the war or even before 
the war, as hinted by Spaight (1944). Once 
leaders were committed and opposition had 
been countered or silenced, the orders were 
placed, funds allocated, a public image de¬ 
fined, and research and manpower objectives 
laid down. Two to five years later the bombers 
and bombs were pouring off the production 
lines in quantity. Was it that they had to be 
used to justify the enormous investment, to 
show what the much-championed bombers 
I could do, regardless of the new state of hos¬ 
tilities? And if the magnificent superfortress 
could not achieve the precision bombing in¬ 
tended for it, h ow e jse to use itsJiLige-bo mb 
loads now that Japan was at its mercy? And 
how could help be given to other branches of 
the military, that had been denied funds in 
this strategy based upon air power? 

Whatever the answers to these questions, 
the ruthless destruction of urban people and 
places, and also thecjSostwar aggrandizelndst 
of this sort of war capability^ seems an unde¬ 
niable example of "Western technological in¬ 
genuity subverting Western economic, politi¬ 
cal, and social assumptions" (Harrington 
1965, 142). And now, many more nations fac e 
the dilemma that, as Lewis Richardson put it 
in a 1939 dialogue, "In a roundabout way the, 
bombing airplanes are [more of] a danger tol 
the nation that owns them" (Richardson^ 
1960, 229). 

After World War I, even military men be¬ 
lieved that if they would o nly not forge t what 
happened in the trenches and the blood- 
baths called battles on the Western Front, 
peo ple wo u|d not let it happen again. They 
forgot. Or rather they were led to concentrate 
on other ma tters, and to b elieve Jhat-Qther 
forms of warfare, including ®TTtzkrieg> arrd" 
" Strategic bombTb q would save them from the 
horrors of 1914-18 (Fuller 1961; Liddell Hart 
1947; Keegan 1976). We in our turn seem to 
have forgotten what happened to cities in 
World War II. The neW diversion is "nuclear 
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bureaucratic organization, industrial meth¬ 
ods, public relations, psychology, even re¬ 
search and development—to carry out the 
extermination and annihilation of largely de¬ 
fenseless noncombatants (c.f. Kogon 1950; 
Alvarez 1964; Stone 1967, 92-104). 


Jiplomacy^’ a highj-dass and ivefy~secretive. 
game that also has uncanny parallels with the 
preHminaTle^f area bombing. The posturi ng 
and r hetori c, the duplicity and f ailure to tak e 
r eal actions to outlaw aerial b ombing of cities 
by powerful governments before World War II 
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se em stra ngely like the nuclear disarmament 
: fjascollnc^ (Veale 1962; Bailer 1980). Mean- 
white, the plan es go on pr acticin g by bomb- 
qn( ^civilia n area&in Kampuchea, Afghanistan, 
and L ebanon . ? 
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Notes 

1. For a more detailed account of the background 
and geographical scope of air power and urban 
bombardment see my Discussion Paper (He- 

vy witt 1982). 

2. That the enormous urban devastation had a 
relatively small and e ve n, for a time, inver se 

( e ffect_ uj3& n in dustry~industrial workers, war 
production, and military supplies in Britain and 
Germany has been widely discussed. German 
as well as Allied analysts have expresse d sur ¬ 
pri se at the spe ed of recovery of essential 
functions. This is described by Speer (1970, 
Chapters 20, 25 and 27); Webster and Frank- 
land, (1961, Vol. 4 Section VII); Zuck&rman 
(1978, Appendix 6); Rumpf (1962, Chapter 10); 
Bidinian (1976, Parts III and IV); and much of 
the materials in the Strategic Bombing Surveys. 

3. Some reviewers thought I gave too little atten¬ 
tion to the ethical and deci sion-making ques¬ 
tions raised by area bombing and, especially, 
my civilian and place-focused treatment of it. 
These are important questions. Though mili¬ 
tary historians and jurists have dominated the 
study of these subjects, I believe geographers 
must consider them too. I cannot imagine any¬ 
one looking at my topic withou t a tremendous 
s ense of mo ral r evulsi on, even if he or she finds 
j ustific a tion for the decisions involved. I do not 
believe that war, being “hell,” should be im- 
mune from mora l restraint^ least - of "aTPTotal 
war.’’ ^SSncTiorTs against those who commit 
atj££ilifi&, and hindsight condemnation of lead¬ 
ers who foster a ctimate of atrocity ,seem to me 
quite in order. I do plead lack of space to do the 
problem justice here, and the desire to estab¬ 
lish other considerations first. Elsewhere I shall 
, set down the position I would be prepared to 
^ defend and the issues geographers must face if 
they enter this debate. 


4. A bizarre link in our story is how terms for 
place, nurture, and peaceful travel entered the 
vocabulary of this destruction of geography. 
Major targets visited often were known as 
“milk runs.” People in Chungking referred to 
the unfailing return of Japanese bombers as 
“registered mail” (Linsay 1975). One type of 
sortie called “gardening raids” entered the 
technical vocabulary (Hastings 1979). Bombs 
acquired names like “cookies,” “Christmas 
trees,” and “tallboy” (a chest of drawers). The 
“plate rack” was an incendiary bombing forma¬ 
tion, such as was used over Dresden. In 1942 
Hitler launched a series of attacks called “Bae- 
decker raids” after the tourist guide book (Cal- 
der 1969). They included towns like Exeter, Can¬ 
terbury, Bath, and York chosen because they 
were weakly defended but also because they 
were historic and cultural centers whose de¬ 
struction was expected to hurt Britons’ pride 
and make them regret what their bombers were 
doing to German cities. British Bomber Com¬ 
mand had its “bomber’s Baedecker” too. 
Perhaps one could find some unconscious 
motivations for these comforting ironies of 
terminology. 

5. In this overview I have not attempted to recon¬ 
struct an insider’s view of place annihilation. In 
any case that has been done in enormous de¬ 
tail and by the most authentic sources, namely 
survivors and inhabitants of the cities involved. 
The material is never well known or easily ac¬ 
cessible outside the city concerned. The Lon¬ 
don Blitz and A-Bomb experiences are excep¬ 
tions. However Rumpf (1962, 250-51) lists 
works on twelve German and Austrian cities, 
“chronicled by themselves,” namely Bruns¬ 
wick, Dresden, Essen, Heilbronn, Hildesheim, 
Julich, Innsbruck, Kaiserslautern, Cologne, 
Nuremberg, Ulen, and Wurzburg (his spell¬ 
ings); see also, Hastings (1979, 239). For 
Japan see Havens (1978, noleS-p^248); Daniels 
(1975, notes p. 278 for Tokyo raids), and Japan 
Times (1978). For the A-Bomb experience, in 
addition to Hachiya (1955) and Litton (1957) 
see T. Nagai (1951), A. Osada (1959), and 
Pacific War Research Society (1972). For Brit¬ 
ain see especially Harrison (1976) and Calder 
(1969). 

6. Dr. Alfred Hecht drew my attention to this use¬ 
ful discussion of reconstruction in Germany 
and its critics. 
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